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TEACHERS’ DISCOURSAL STRATEGIES IN PROVIDING 
POSITIVE FEEDBACK TO STUDENT RESPONSES: 
 A STUDY OF FOUR ENGLISH IMMERSION TEACHERS 
IN PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA
Miao Pei
Beijing Normal University
ABSTRACT
This paper investigates the discoursal strategies of four teachers in providing 
feedback to student responses in English classrooms in Xi’an, People’s Republic 
of China. The fi ndings indicate that the teachers provide positive feedback for stu-
dents English learning in various ways, including using the most common strate-
gies such as accepting, encouraging, and repeating, as well as the strategies of 
extending and prompting. This study indicates that these strategies are benefi cial 
to the students’ linguistic and cognitive development because they provide com-
prehensible input and require  English-speaking on the part of students. Although 
some of the strategies appear to be common among teachers in English-speaking 
educational systems, they are identifi ed explicitly in this study because they are 
strategies different from those used in traditional language classrooms in China. 
In addition, this study differs from the previous work done in that it posits the 
analysis of discourses in extended exchanges within one thematic topic. These ex-
changes usually consist of more than one round of initiation – response – follow-
up (IRF) sequence. Such broadened IRF sequences provide a rich and meaningful 
situated context from which the education on the function of classroom discourse 
can be made.  
INTRODUCTION
From a sociocultural perspective, classrooms are considered important set-
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tings for various planned activities that lead to student development. Classroom 
activities are initiated through classroom discourse, which is defi ned as verbal 
interaction that occurs between the teacher and the students and among the stu-
dents themselves (Boyd & Maloof, 2000). Both activity and discourse are pos-
ited as paramount in the learning and teaching process. This research focuses on 
classroom discourse, specifi cally its function in student learning in whole-class 
teaching. 
This paper draws on my doctoral study of classroom interaction in the con-
text of English immersion teaching (Pei, 2006)1 and is motivated by my own 
extensive work with China-Canada-United States English Immersion (CCUEI) 
collaborative program in the Peoples Republic of China (PRC). I have been in-
volved in this English immersion project since it was initially launched in PRC in 
1997 in three primary schools in Xi’an city.
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY
China’s recent rapid economic development and its explosion in commercial, 
technical and cultural exchanges, with the Western world, has created a press-
ing demand for English language profi ciency.  In response to these demands, the 
central government has taken the lead in calling for reform of English language 
teaching (ELT). The CCUEI program emerged as a response to dissatisfaction 
with the common ELT that employs non-communicative activities focusing on 
rote memory and grammar drills and because students’ functional listening and 
speaking skills have been inadequate for the rapid changes in China.  On the other 
hand, English immersion provides more opportunities for students to use English, 
especially spoken English, in the meaningful contexts afforded by subject content 
(Hoare & Kong, 2006), and immersion students achieve high levels of profi ciency 
in the target language (Genesee, 1995). 
Based on the French immersion model in Canada, CCUEI was initiated in 
an attempt to expose students to more authentic English input at an earlier age 
by local scholars who have received support from academics in Canada and the 
United States (Hoare & Kong, 2006; Knell et al., 2007; Siegel et al., 2009). The 
program emphasizes oral language and communication, with the goal of giving 
students confi dence in speaking English (Qiang, 2003). Research has shown that 
although immersion students’ L2 profi ciency develops to a high level, their Eng-
lish-speaking skills are not as good as their receptive skills (Swain, 2000). Hence, 
developing teaching strategies and methods to support students’ oral L2 language 
skills is considered to be important. 
The CCUEI program in Xi’an was a partial immersion program (Knell, et 
al., 2007; Qiang & Zhao, 2001; Siegel, et al., 2009), in that fi fty percent of the 
instruction was taught in the target language – English (Genesee, 1987), and fi fty 
percent in Mandarin Chinese. The immersion curriculum was non-departmental-
ized in kindergarten but was departmentalized in primary school. Half of the time, 
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instruction in kindergarten was in English, based on themes, such as Myself, My 
School, and Autumn. Academic subjects that were taught in primary schools in 
English included English language arts, moral education, art, physical education, 
music and science. On the other hand, Chinese and math were taught in Chinese 
(Siegel, et al., 2009). 
The goal of CCUEI was “to build the vocabulary of the students and develop 
their ability to follow instructions in English” (Siegel, et al., 2009, p.240), espe-
cially in its early years of implementation. It emphasized oral language and com-
municative teaching, with the expectation that students would develop confi dence 
and fl uency in spoken English. Consequently, the CCUEI program was more lin-
guistically-oriented in nature than original models of immersion in Canada; that 
is, CCUEI gave priority to language learning over content learning even in aca-
demic subject lessons.2 Although CCUEI is a Chinese version of an early partial 
immersion model, the program is called “immersion” by the Chinese government 
because, in contrast to other programs in public schools across China, CCUEI is 
among the few that offers a signifi cant number of courses in English to students 
from K-15. Immersion students in China are taught approximately fi fteen hours 
in English, whereas students in regular schools only receive four or fi ve hours per 
week (Siegel, et al., 2009).
Teachers in the CCUEI were non-native English speakers, not possessing 
near-native English profi ciency, and most of them graduated from three-year-
college programs as English majors; but, they received training seminars for 
communicative language techniques from Canadian and American professionals. 
The CCUEI students were from affl uent working-class and middle-class fami-
lies (Knell, et al., 2007). Mandarin Chinese was the dominant language of com-
munication at home and in the community, with some local dialects being used 
by some families at home. Students had little or no exposure to English outside 
schools, even though English was used extensively in advertisements on televi-
sion and the internet. 
Although the CCUEI program continues to develop in China, little research 
has been done to determine the success and the outcomes of the program; how-
ever, this special-issue journal is presenting more research on CCUEI. One study 
investigated the English and Chinese language performance of 183 students en-
rolled in one primary school in Xi’an (Knell, et al., 2007). The fi ndings revealed 
that the immersion students performed signifi cantly better than the non-immer-
sion group on measures of English vocabulary, word identifi cation, and oral 
profi ciency without any detrimental effects on their Chinese character reading. 
The immersion students especially outperformed non-immersion groups in oral 
profi ciency, which is important for Chinese students because the oral productive 
skills are not emphasized in schools, as mentioned above. Lesson observations in 
middle schools in Xi’an showed that most students seem to be very active in using 
English to respond in class (Hoare & Kong, 2006). Thus far, the empirical inves-
tigation of the CCUEI program suggests the same pattern of fi ndings as noted 
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for Quebec (Genesee, 1985; Lambert & Tucker, 1972; Swain & Lapkin, 1982), 
but more research is required on the teaching and learning process, as well as the 
effectiveness and achievement of such processes on both teachers and students. 
In a broader scope, immersion programs all around the world have been ex-
tensively studied since they began. However, more studies concerning curricular 
and instructional elements are needed, especially those of instructional strategies 
to “refl ect linguistically and developmentally-appropriate scaffolding and elicit 
frequent use of the immersion language” (Fortune & Tedick, 2008). This study 
continues this vein of inquiry by expanding previous work done in actual im-
mersion classrooms, with the attempt to address the research question: What are 
the teachers’ discoursal strategies in providing positive feedback for student re-
sponses in English immersion lessons in PRC? 
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
Some studies have examined the role of teachers’ discourse in immersion 
context, among them Tardif’s (1994) and Arnau’s (1994, cited from Sodergard, 
2008) studies investigate how teachers modify their discourse to facilitate student 
language learning. Sodergard’s (2008) study reports teacher strategies to elicit 
immersion children’s L2 production and to offer feedback after children’s L2 
production. Lyster & Ranta (1997) conducted studies on the teachers’ corrective 
feedback strategies to errors in immersion classroom at the primary level. Al-
though these studies conclude with some categorizing strategies of teacher’s dis-
course in actual classrooms of immersion contexts, the researchers are minimally 
concerned about the discourse structure during their analysis, that is, in which 
turn of which exchange the discourse occurred. Both the dominant classroom 
discourse genre of initiation – response – follow-up (IRF) sequence and the place 
of each facet in the discourse structure are highly accentuated in the research of 
classroom discourse analysis, as Tsui (1991) argues that “the criterion for char-
acterizing an utterance is where it occurs in the structure of the discourse…in the 
initiation, response move of an exchange” (p. 239). 
Some research studies that go beyond the scope of the immersion context 
provide additional information on the issue of classroom discourse. This research 
addresses sociocultural perspectives, analytical framework and argument on the 
teacher discoursal strategies in the follow-up moves. A sociocultural perspective 
places interactions and the broad social context of learning at the heart of the 
learning processes: The classroom is viewed as a place where understanding and 
knowledge are jointly constructed and where learners are guided or ‘apprenticed’ 
into the broader understandings and language of the curriculum and the particu-
lar subject disciplines. From the sociocultural perspective, discourse is seen as a 
tool kit (Wells, 1996), a pedagogical tool (Mercer, 1995) drawn on in achieving 
the goals through activities and their constituent tasks. Much research on class-
room discourse has shown that the dominant discourse genre is IRF, which Lemke 
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(1990) labels as “triadic dialogue” and which Wells (2004: 382) refers to as “a 
sequence of IRF exchanges.”  Socioculturalists believe that this is ubiquitous in 
classroom interaction (Walsh, 2002; Wells, 1993a, 1996).  Much research con-
cerning classroom discourse has declared that such a pattern of interaction and 
its evaluative function of the follow-up turn refl ects a constricted, transmission 
model of learning and thus does not facilitate learning (Mercer, 1995; Nystrand, 
1997; Walsh, 2002).
However, with further exploration of the triadic exchange, other research-
ers (e.g. Cullen, 2002; Jarvis & Robinson, 1997; Nassaji & Wells, 2000) realize 
that there is a much wider range of options available to teachers in the follow-up 
turns other than evaluation, and they argue that such pervasive IRF patterns can 
enhance the quality of language learning in the classroom. Furthermore, a general 
consensus among these researchers is that teacher decisions in the follow-up move 
have signifi cant impact on the subsequent development of classroom interaction. 
As Wells (1993) indicates, “in the third move of the IRF exchange – when this 
discourse genre is used effectively – it is in this third step in the co-construction 
of meaning that the next cycle of the learning-and-teaching spiral has its point of 
departure” (p. 35).
Three representative studies (Cullen, 2002; Jarvis & Robinson, 1997; Nassaji 
& Wells, 2000) can illustrate diverse follow-up strategies and the way in which 
teachers’ choices in the follow-up move have signifi cant impact on the subsequent 
development of talk, each drawn from different educational levels and from dif-
ferent areas of the world. Jarvis and Robinson (1997)--working in primary class-
rooms in Malaysia, Malta and Tanzania—focus on the follow-up move in primary 
classrooms and show how the development of a focus-build-summarize pattern 
“can link three-part exchanges into larger exchange complexes” (p. 226) in which 
teacher-student participation is enriched. 
In their quantitative study of elementary and middle schools in the Toronto 
area, Nassaji and Wells (2000) also highlight the interactional potential of the 
follow-up move by the teacher:
Where student responses to questions are frequently given an evalua-
tive follow-up, this tends to suppress extended student participation…
Conversely, even sequences that start with known information questions 
can develop into more equal dialogue if, in the follow-up move, the 
teacher avoids evaluation and instead requests justifi cations, connections 
or counter-arguments and allows students to self-select in making their 
contributions (pp. 400-401).
 
These fi ndings are echoed in Cullen’s (2002) study, with data drawn from a 
secondary school in Tanzania. He distinguishes evaluative feedback from what he 
terms as discoursal feedback, the latter being typically content-oriented and ref-
erential, designed to incorporate the student’s contribution into the ongoing talk.
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Based on the related literature on the IRF sequence, the form of IRF does not 
seem to constrain learning; rather, the ways in which the teacher makes use of the 
dominant exchange pattern, especially the follow-up moves, to scaffold and shape 
students’ active practice and tangible learning need further investigation. First, 
teachers’ discoursal strategies in follow-up moves need to be clearly identifi ed be-
fore they are determined to have certain impact on student language learning and 
production of the target language. This paper investigates the discoursal strategies 
used by four English immersion teachers in following up student responses within 
the ubiquitous IRF exchange in Chinese immersion context.
METHOD OF THE STUDY
Description of the Participants
The CCUEI program was launched in 1997 in Xi’an city. Among the various 
experimental sites conducting immersion in Xi’an (fi fteen kindergartens and eight 
primary schools at the time of this study), two kindergartens and two primary 
schools were selected for this study. They were selected because they represented 
the best of the CCUEI program in that they were among the fi rst few institutions 
which accepted and implemented the immersion approach, and they were ac-
knowledged to be successfully and effectively carrying out the aims of the project.
Four teachers, Cathy, Laura, Kelly and Tina,3 from the four sites, contributed 
to this study and were selected on the basis of their willingness to have their 
lessons observed and video-recorded. The four participants had a diverse range 
of backgrounds, qualifi cations, and experience in teaching English immersion. 
However, they shared several related qualities, such as being acknowledged for 
their skills in immersion teaching, accepted and supported by parents and ad-
ministrators, popular with the students and praised by project experts, both at 
home and abroad. While they were nominated informally as exemplary teachers 
by members of the CCUEI team, studies of the methods of these particular teach-
ers seem to offer a potential source for effective classroom practice and teacher 
education programs.
In the four teachers’ classes, data was collected over a coherent unit, con-
sisting of 15-17 lessons of approximately thirty minutes in kindergarten and 7-8 
lessons of 30-45 minutes in the primary school. The unit as a whole extended 
over approximately 3-4 weeks (see Table 1). The thematic units observed in kin-
dergarten classes were Cathy’s Spring is coming, and Laura’s I am healthy, I am 
happy. The academic subject involved in primary grades was natural science, and 
the units observed were Kelly’s Plant and Tina’s Weather. Data included video 
recordings and transcriptions of lessons selected for analysis; environmental print 
from the classroom, such as posters, charts, children’s work; and fi eld notes. Two 
lessons from each teacher were selected collaboratively during interviews be-
tween the teacher and the researcher for further and detailed analysis. The criteria 
for selecting the two lessons included high rate of objectives fulfi lled and active 
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teacher-student interaction. 
Table 1: Summary of the lessons observed and analyzed 
Teachers Class Class 
Size
Thematic 
Unit (Ac-
ademic 
Subject 
Involved)
Numbers 
of lessons 
observed
Minutes 
of each 
lesson
Dates of lessons 
observed
Lessons 
selected 
for being 
analyzed
Cathy K4 39 Spring is 
coming
17 30 (2005) March 7, 
8, 9, 10, 11, 14, 
15, 16, 17, 18, 21, 
22, 23, 24, 25, 29, 
April 1
March 11, 
March 22
Laura K5 35 I am 
healthy, 
I am 
happy
15 30 (2004) February 
23-27, April 1-5, 
8-12
March 10, 
March 12
Kelly P3 63 Plants
(Nature 
Science)
8 30 (2004) September 
7, 19, 14, 16, 21, 
23, 28
Septem-
ber 16, 
Septem-
ber 23
Tina P3 59 Weather
(Natural 
Science)
7 45 (2004) October 
11, 13, 18, 20, 
25, 27
October 
11, Octo-
ber 20
Total – 196 – 47 1515  – 8
Notes: K4=4-year-old kindergarten class, P3=Third grade at primary school
Treatment of the Data
Data analysis was ongoing throughout all phases of data collection, with the 
use of pattern analysis (Nunan, 1989) and techniques of discourse analysis devel-
oped within systemic functional linguistics (Halliday, 1984). The procedures for 
carrying out pattern analysis are adapted from Nunan (1989, p. 92): 
1.Make a video recording of a class and transcribe the whole lesson.
2.Read the transcript and look for patterns, regularly recurring behaviors and 
forms of interaction which occur repeatedly.
3.Write down the patterns in descriptive terms.
The transcriptions of two sample lessons for each teacher and the researcher’s 
fi eld notes were reviewed to discern initial patterns related to the teacher’s dis-
course strategies to follow up student response. As patterns and categories were 
identifi ed and coded, strategies within and across categories were compared for 
further refi nement and development. Gradually, fi ve categories and several sub-
categories to each category were identifi ed from this study. Raw data (i.e. video-
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tapes, transcripts of lessons and interviews) and in-process analysis were formally 
shared with the participant teachers during the course of the unit observed and 
data analyzed for the purposes of triangulation and member checking. 
Analytical units in describing classroom discourse with IRF in this study 
were turn, sequence and exchange. A turn is one or more utterances that one 
speaker says before another speaker begins to speak (Sacks, Schegloff, & Jef-
ferson, 1974). One round of IRF turns forms a sequence. One or several IRF 
sequences form an exchange. Furthermore, exchanges under one topic form a 
classroom activity (see Pei, 2006 for detailed analytical framework of classroom 
discourse).4  In real classroom settings, one turn usually contains several utter-
ances, especially in teacher talk, which was identifi ed as different moves in this 
study. Each move may fulfi ll one type of function. The function of each move was 
determined based on the role it played in moving the interaction along, taking 
the following Scenario 1 as an example. Scenario 1 was one round of interactive 
exchanges under the thematic activity in which the teacher instructed the students 
talking about their future careers. It consisted of fi ve turns and two IRF sequences.
 
Table 2: (Scenario 1) Function of follow-up moves identifi ed (Laura, March 
12, 2004)5, 6
Turn Teacher-student in-
teractional exchange
Interpretation Function
1 LAU: What do you 
want to do when you 
grow up?        …            
Ann? 
The teacher and the students are 
talking about the jobs they would 
like to take in the future. Several 
round to exchanges on the topic 
completed, the teacher nominated 
one girl, Ann, to present her idea. 
Initiating by asking a wh- question
2 S07: I want to be a 
teacher. 
The student responds to the topic. Response by contributing her idea
3 LAU: May I have a 
whole sentence?
I want to be a teacher 
when…
The teacher is directly requiring 
the student to answer in a more 
complete sentence, then prompt-
ing the girl by providing the be-
ginning to the sentence.
Following up by further require-
ment (reinitiating) while prompt-
ing through providing hints
4 S07: I want to be a 
teacher when I grow 
up.
The student responds further. Response
5 LAU: Oh, yes. Ann 
says she wants to be 
a teacher when she 
grows up. 
Repeating what the student has 
said in third person.
Following up student response in 
form of repeating to indicate ac-
cepting, in the form of third person 
to diversify the language and to 
increase grammatical awareness 
among the students without ex-
plicit instruction
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Three points need to be clarifi ed from the above example: First, as mentioned 
earlier in this paper, CCUEI was more linguistically-oriented, emphasizing lan-
guage over content learning. The language level from the lessons observed in this 
study may seem simple or non-subject matter-focused, but it is most challenging 
for the students in China.  Scenario 1 was from Laura’s lesson with her 5-year-old 
kindergarten children, who were studying English for just one year at the time 
of this study. The language was hardly imaginable to other kindergarten peers. 
In non-immersion kindergarten classes with English lessons in Xi’an, children 
were learning English with Chinese as the medium of instruction, and they only 
learned to say some words--nouns of their familiar subjects or verbs for actions 
performed every day. Other kindergarten classes did not have English lessons at 
all; similar situations existed in primary schools. Compared to their counterparts 
in non-immersion schools, the third-grade immersion students had more challeng-
ing language requirements to discuss themes such as Weather and Plants.  Such 
requirements were at the level of those who fi nish high school according to the 
benchmarking syllabus by the National English Achievement Test for Primary 
and Secondary Schools (NEAT) in China (NEAT, 2004). 
Secondly, the exchange could be ended after the girl’s response on turn num-
ber 2, with the teacher accepting the answer, but the teacher’s further language re-
quirement extended the exchange beyond the pure IRF sequence. Such extended 
IRF discourse pattern is emphasized to provide opportunities for language devel-
opment (Duffi cy, 2005; Harley, 1993; Punchard, 2002). Hence, this paper looked 
at teachers follow-up turns undertaken in the extended discourse exchanges which 
usually consisted of more than one round of IRF sequences to satisfy one topic 
in order to make judgment about the relative values of the discourse strategies. 
Thirdly, follow-up turns serve the purpose of evaluating the students’ per-
formance, though evaluation is usually the fi nal stage of IRF exchange, either in 
general or in extended sequences.  In addition, follow-up offers other insights, 
such as being retrospective to prior student response (Turn 5) and leading forward 
to the development of discussion (Turn 3). Turn 3 linked between what comes be-
fore and what goes after. It situated in follow-up position while being in the form 
of initiation. Thus in this study, follow-up turns were identifi ed not only by their 
positions in the exchange, namely, after the student responses. More importantly 
they were identifi ed according to the functions relating to student contributions. 
These functions included evaluating, or eliciting more information from the stu-
dents based on their prior response, or asking the students to confi rm or elaborate 
over the extended IRF sequences. 
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
The study identifi ed fi ve categories of teachers’ discourse strategies as they 
unfolded when the teachers followed up the student responses in the sequence 
of classroom interaction: Accepting, Encouraging, Repeating, Extending and 
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Prompting .7  They are illustrated in Table 3.
Table 3: Categories and Codes of the Teachers Follow-up Moves
Code Categories Sub-categories
ACC Accepting Affi rmative and negative
ENC Encouraging Positive encouraging
REE Repeating Repeating identically what student has said 
REK Repeating key words of student’s response
REM Paraphrasing/ repeating the meaning of student’s response
REQ Repeating what student has said in a questioning tone 
REC Repeating, but with the correct form to recast what students has 
said
RED Repeating in a different person (e.g. third person)
EEW Extending Requiring the student to respond in the whole sentence 
EES Extending what the student has said 
EET Transferring to the student’s existing experience
PSQ Prompting Asking a question – Yes/No
PWQ Asking a wh-question
PEQ Eliciting more contribution from the students by asking, “What 
else?” “Anything else?”
PHE Providing hints and/or explanations
Table 3 lists the codes of the teachers’ follow-up moves in the left-hand 
column. The other two columns represent the functions of fi ve categories in the 
teachers’ follow-up moves, according to the interpretation of their purposes in the 
emerging interaction. Each type of function was then subdivided into its related 
subcategories. The codes are labeled by combining the categories and their sub-
categories (if existing).
The classifi cation of the categories and subcategories were created for this 
study, but some specifi c items were borrowed or adapted from related studies. 
Generally speaking, the categories of accepting and encouraging are acknowl-
edging the student responses; the categories of repeating and extending function 
as supporting student responses in affi rmative and informative ways; the category 
of prompting demands further response from the students.
1. Accepting and Encouraging
The category of accepting was adapted from Nassaji and Wells’ (2000, p. 
384, 403) categorization of “evaluation,” among which “accept” and “reject” 
were grouped into one category, and the “praise” function was separated to form 
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another category – encouraging, identifi ed as positive feedback in Sodergard 
(2008). The category of encouraging was separately established because of its 
pervasiveness among the teachers and due to growing evidence from the analysis 
of the data indicating that it is used to engage students substantively in more in-
teraction and, presumably, language learning (Arnau, 1994). 
2. Repeating
Working under the assumption that comprehensible input facilitates language 
acquisition (Krashen, 1981), SLA researchers have studied how input is modifi ed 
in order to make it more comprehensible to second language learners. These stud-
ies recognize repetition as an important feature of comprehensible input and as 
an effective device for negotiating meaning (Krashen, 1985; Sodergard, 2008).
Repeating identically what the student has said and repeating the key words 
in student(s)’ response indicated acceptance; and paraphrasing what the student 
has said is to summarize or provide synonym to help communication and lan-
guage construction. These subcategories are traditional ways of acknowledging 
the student(s) response, and confi rming it as acceptable.
Repeating what student has said in questioning tone expressed disapproval, 
which usually led to the students’ realization of the unacceptable part in their 
responses and to correct it by themselves or by their peers. Repeating with the 
correct form to recast what students had said was a strategy used to confi rm the 
students’ idea but not the form in which it was expressed (a concept adapted from 
Lyster & Ranta, 1997).  This method contrasts the preferred with the less-pre-
ferred item, thus drawing the students’ attention more directly to it, while avoid-
ing negativity and face-threatening. Repeating in a different person the student(s)’ 
utterance provided some grammatical rules implicitly but insistently to build the 
children’s language awareness and use, while simultaneously diversifying the lan-
guage production, like Turn 5 in Scenario 1. 
3. Extending
The term extending was borrowed from Jarvis and Robinson’s (1997) cate-
gory of “extending,” which refers to the teachers’ discourses functioning to devel-
op, elaborate, and build-up the discussion, developed from the data of this study. 
All the subcategories were developed from the analysis of the data in the study.
Requiring the student to respond in a whole sentence
This extending follow-up strategy was emphasized in the CCUEI program. 
During the implementation of the program, the team found that the students’ pro-
duction of English generally consisted of one-word answers, mostly yes or no—a 
method that did not seem to be benefi cial for the immersion students’ language 
development. The immersion students in Xi’an had virtually no English environ-
ment outside of the classroom or schools, while the teachers’ appropriate expecta-
tion was the only trigger for them to use the language. When the teacher knew 
that his/her students had the linguistic competence to respond in longer phrases, 
even one or more sentences, they usually asked the student explicitly, “May I 
have a whole sentence?” “Please give me a long sentence.” This strategy directly 
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required students to practice the target language. 
Extending what the student has said
Donato (1994) argues that in immersion programs in the early grades of el-
ementary school years, the linguistic support for the students’ second language 
development is essential for their academic success. The immersion teachers were 
conscious of being the language model for their English learning students, and 
they took all available opportunities to provide English input for the students. 
This follow-up strategy made the input more informative and comprehensible be-
cause such input was usually contextualized in the student responses. The teach-
er’s discourses in the follow-up turns (labeled as EES) in Scenario 2 exemplifi ed 
this subcategory of extending. 
Scenario 2 (Kelly, September 23, 2004)
KEL: What can you see from this picture? (EPW)
Let me have a look. Vivian?
S12: I see a tree.
KEL: You see a tree. (REE). This is a tree. (REM) 
Good. Su Shinan. 
S25: I see the tree’s lea[v] is yellow.
KEL: The leaves turn yellow from this picture. (EES) OK. Good. Cao. 
S23: I see some grass.
KEL: You see some grass. (REE)
S23: Yes. 
KEL: Near its roots, there is some grass. (EES)
Transferring to the student’s existing experience
Linking the topic under discussion to the students’ experience in schools 
and/or out-of-school settings was found helpful for the students to accommodate 
new ideas, or to clarify and assimilate misconceptions. This extending strategy 
adapted from constructivist learning theory in that students construct new knowl-
edge from their experiences (Piaget, 1954). Scenario 3 is an example in this case 
(labeled as EET). 
Scenario 3 (Kelly, September 16, 2004)
S20: This leaf is very tall.
Sx: Long.
KEL: Look, this is very long. (EET) 
(Explaining by taking the horizontal edge of the blackboard as the ex-
ample, and walking along the edge from one side to another, while 
speaking the word “long”)
And this is very tall. (EET)
(Referring to the water fountain at the corner of the classroom to in-
terpret)
So this leaf is very…?
S20: Long.
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4. Prompting
The last category of teachers’ follow-up strategy was prompting. The strate-
gies included in this category differ from those in extending in that they were not 
only broadening the students’ language and/or knowledge, but, more importantly, 
they are pushing the student to higher levels of cognitive and linguistic develop-
ment. 
Asking a question – Yes/No or Wh-question
The four teacher informants in this study frequently used interrogatives in 
their teaching which were believed to keep the students’ attention and involve-
ment during the classroom interaction. In addition to confi rmation and clarifi ca-
tion, the use of questions provided guidance to the student. Scenario 4 demon-
strates how Cathy elicited what the conversation between the two protagonists in 
the story, Busy Bee and Butterfl y, was like when they meet each other, from her 
4-year-old children, who learned English for about 4 months when this study was 
conducted.
Scenario 4 (Cathy, March 11, 2005)
CAT: Look, here is a short conversation between the butterfl y and busy bee. 
Try to think.
Sx: Where is the honey.
CAT: Where is the honey? (REQ)
S04: Hello.
CAT: Good! When you meet your friends, FIRST, what should you say? 
(RWQ)
Ss: Hello.
CAT: Yes. If you meet you friends in the afternoon, what should you way? 
(RWQ)
Ss: Hello. Good afternoon.
CAT: Yes. If you meet you friends in the morning, what should you way?
Ss: Good morning.
CAT: Good. Butterfl y meets her friend in the morning. So Butterfl y says…? 
(RWQ)
Ss: Good morning, Busy Bee.
CAT: Busy Bee says…?
Ss: Good morning, Butterfl y.
Questions are very important for the students, since they require the students’ 
comprehension and open opportunities for the students to take part in the interac-
tion (Sodergard, 2008), as we can see from Scenario 4.  Evidence from research 
on teacher questions indicates that wh-questions are more effective than yes/no 
questions because the former type is believed to be more challenging of the lin-
guistic and cognitive competence of the students. 
Asking eliciting questions
Another type of questions that occurred often among the four immersion 
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teachers’ lessons is asking an eliciting question, such as “What else?” “Anything 
else?” This strategy was solely identifi ed because it is signifi cant to traditional 
English teaching in Mainland China, which emphasizes the exclusive answer to 
one question and teachers being the fi rst knower. On the contrary, by asking this 
type of questions, the teacher provided space for students’ diverse contributions 
to the topic under discussion—a technique that will surely activate the students’ 
linguistic repertoire to express their ideas in English. 
Related to questions that prompt student learning, another strategy that was 
to provide some hints to the questions asked, either in form of body language or of 
explicit explanation or examples. Another form in giving clues was offering some 
part of the answer, such as the beginning phoneme of a word or the beginning of 
a sentence. The last form was similar to what Lyster & Ranta (1997) call “fi lling 
the blank.”  
CONCLUSIONS
This study examines the discoursal strategies of four teachers in actual Eng-
lish immersion classrooms in Xi’an, PRC. The fi ndings indicate that the teachers 
followed up the student English learning in various ways, including the most com-
mon strategies such as accepting and encouraging, the frequently used repeating 
strategies, and the strategies of extending and prompting. These strategies were 
illustrated to be benefi cial to the students’ linguistic and cognitive development 
because they provided comprehensible input and required production of English 
on the part of the students. 
Findings from this study verifi ed some strategies from other researchers 
(Cullen, 2002; Jarvis & Robinson, 1997; Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Nassaji & Wells, 
2000; Sodergard, 2008; Wells, 1993b). The study redefi ned the fi ndings of other 
studies within the context of Chinese classrooms. The strategies may look ordi-
nary and general to the teachers in English-speaking educational systems, but 
were identifi ed explicitly in this study as they are different from those used in tra-
ditional language classrooms in China. They proved to be effective for language 
teaching and learning in CCUEI (Pei, 2006).8 They are likely acceptable to im-
mersion teachers in particular, as well as to English teachers in general in China, 
since they are in the homogenous school and sociocultural context. 
This study also differs from the previous work done in that it posits the analy-
sis of the discourse in the extended discourse exchanges within one topic. These 
exchanges usually consist of more than one round of IRF sequence. Such broad-
ened IRF sequences provide a rich and meaningful situated context from which 
the judgment on the function of classroom discourse can be made.
The paper did not include one important argument that a relatively minor 
change in the traditional IRF sequence can have signifi cant effects on the process 
of the discourse as a whole (Cullen, 2002; Jarvis & Robinson, 1997; Nassaji & 
Wells, 2000; Wells, 1993b). For example, the teacher does not directly point out 
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the mistakes of what the student said; instead he/she repeats the student response 
in a questioning tone. The repeating-in-a-questioning-tone strategy will provide 
space for the student(s) to fi nd and correct the mistakes, which engages the stu-
dents linguistically and cognitively. In future work, I will go further to illustrate 
that the teacher can use extended IRF sequences, especially specifi c scaffolding 
strategies in follow up turns to open another round of talk, which leads to the will-
ingness to use and tangible products of English from the students. 
In order to determine a reliable and acceptable framework of judgments for 
the analysis of teacher’s discourse and its related functions, coding procedures 
need to be polished by more members involved in the CCUEI project. Therefore, 
it is too early to propose the defi nitive categories of teachers’ follow-up moves; it 
is also too early to be certain of the effectiveness of these discoursal strategies on 
student learning and development in other classroom settings, since the learning 
and development is a long-term process. For such conclusions to be gained, it will 
be necessary to periodically monitor a larger corpus of data across time and/or to 
conduct research on the quantitative relations among variables of the teachers’ 
discourse and the students’ learning. 
NOTES
1 For the blind review process, this reference is concealed.
2 This can be seen from the scenarios illustrated in this paper.
3 The names of the participants in the study are pseudonyms.
4 See Footnote 1.
5 Indicating the scenario is from Laura’s lesson on March 12, 2004. 
6 In the scenarios exemplifi ed in this paper, the teacher was presented with the fi rst three letters of her 
pseudonym. Students were identifi ed as S plus their student number, for example, S07, S41. On occa-
sions when the entire class spoke in unison, those responses labeled as Ss. Also, in some circumstances 
an unidentifi ed student spoke and was coded as Sx.
7 The boldface (either capitalized or not) in this section illustrate the fi ve categories, while the italics 
indicate the subcategories to the fi ve categories.
8 See Footnote 1.
REFERENCES
Arnau, J. (1994). Teacher-pupil communication when commercing Catalan immersion programs. In 
C. Lauren (Ed.), Evaluating European immersion programs: From Catalonia to Finland (pp. 47-
76). Proceedings of the University of Vassa, No. 185, Vaasa: Vaasa University Press.
Boyd, M., & Maloof, V. (2000). How teacher can build on student-proposed intertextual links to 
facilitate student talk in the ESL classroom. In J. K. Hall & S. L, Verplaetse (Eds.), Second and 
foreign language learning through classroom interaction (pp. 163-182): Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associations.
Cullen, R. (2002). Supportive teacher talk: The importance of the F-move. ELT Journal, 56(2), 117-
127.
SPRING 2012 125
Teachers’ Discoursal Strategies in Providing Positive Feedback to Student Responses: 
 A Study of Four English Immersion Teachers in People’s Republic of China
Duffi cy, P. (2005). ‘Becoming’ in classroom talk. Prospect, 20(1), 59-81.
Fortune, T. W., & Tedick, D. J. (2008). One-way, two-way and indigenous immersion: A call for 
cross-fertilization. In T. W. Fortune & D. J. Tedick (Eds.), Pathways to multilingualism: Evolv-
ing perspecitves on immersion education (pp. 3-21). Clevedon; Buffalo: Multilingual Matters.
Genesee, F. (1985). Second language learning through immersion: A review of U.S. programs. Review 
of Research in Education, 55(4), 541-561.
Genesee, F. (1987). Learning through two languages: Studies of immersion and bilingual education: 
Cambridge, MA: Newbury House.
Genesee, F. (1995). The Canadian second language immersion program. In O. Garcia & C. Baker 
(Eds.), Policy and practice in bilingual education: Extending the foundations (pp. 118-133): 
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.
Halliday, M. (1984). Language as code and language as behavior: A systemic functional interpretation 
of the nature and ontogenesis of language. In R. Fawcett, M. Halliday, S. M. Lamb & A. Makkai 
(Eds.), The semiotics of culture and language (Vol. 1). London: Frances Pinter.
Harley, B. (1993). Instructional strategies and SLA in early French immersion. Studies in Second 
Language Acquisition, 15(2), 245-259.
Hoare, P., & Kong, S. (2006). One country two systems: Immersion in Xi’an, Guangzhou and Hong 
Kong. In Y. P. Chi & M. Pei (Eds.), Research on English immersion (pp. 14-24). Xi’an: Shaanxi 
People’s Education Press.
Jarvis, J., & Robinson, M. (1997). Analyzing educational discourse: An exploratory study of teacher 
response and support to pupils’ learning. Applied Linguistics, 18(2), 212-228.
Knell, E., Siegel, L., Pei, M., Qiang, H. Y., Zhao, L., Zhao, W., et al. (2007). Early English immersion 
and literacy in Xi’an, China. Modern Language Journal, 91(3), 395-418.
Krashen, S. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning. Oxford: Pergamon 
Press.
Lambert, W. E., & Tucker, G. R. (1972). The bilingual education of children: The St. Lambert experi-
ment: Rowley, MA: Newbury House.
Long, M. (1985). Input and second language acquisition theory. In S. Gass & C. Madden (Eds.), Input 
in second language acquisition (pp. 377-393). Rowley, Mass.: Newbury.
Lyster, R., & Ranta, L. (1997). Corrective feedback and learner uptake: Netotiation of form in com-
municative classrooms. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 20, 37-66.
Mercer, N. (1995). The guided construction of knowledge: Talk amongst teacher and learners. Clev-
edon: Multilingual Matters.
Nassaji, H., & Wells, G. (2000). What’s the use of ‘triadic dialogue’?: An investigation of teacher-
student interaction. Applied Linguistics, 21(3), 376-406.
NEAT. (2004). Benchmarking syllabus of National English Achievement Test (NEAT) for primary and 
secondary schools.   Retrieved January 10, 2011, from http://www.neat.net.cn/fi les/ShowArticle.
asp?ArticleID=11
Nunan, D. (1989). Understanding language classroom: A guide for teacher-initiated action. Hemel 
Hempstead, Hertsordshire: Prentice Hall.
Nystrand, M. (1997). Dialogic instruction: When recitation becomes conversation. In M. Nystrand & 
A. Gamoran (Eds.), Opening dialogue: Understanding the dynamics of language and learning 
in the English classroom (pp. 1-29): New York: Teachers College Press.
Piaget, J. (1954). The construction of reality in the child. New York: Basic Books.
Punchard, I. (2002). Improving immersion student oral profi ciency by fostering the use of extend-
ed discourse.   Retrieved Oct. 23, 2005, from http://www.carla.umn.edu/immersion/acie/vol6/
bridge-6(1).pdf
INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION126
PEI
Qiang, H. Y., & Zhao, L. (2001). Immersion programs in Canada and the implemention in China. 
In H. Y. Qiang & L. Zhao (Eds.), Second language immersion (pp. 1-11). Xi’an: Xi’an Jiang 
University Press.
Sacks, H., Schegloff, E., & Jefferson, G. (1974). A simplest systematics for the organization of turn-
taking for conversation. Language, 50(4), 696-753.
Siegel, L., Knell, E., Pei, M., Qiang, H. Y., Zhao, L., & Zhao, W. (2009). Teaching English to Chinese-
speaking Children. In C. K. K. Chan & N. Rao (Eds.), Revisiting the Chinese learner: Chang-
ing contexts, changing education (pp. 233-254). Hong Kong: Comparative Education Research 
Center, The University of Hong Kong.
Sodergard, M. (2008). Teacher strategies for second lnaugage production in immersion kindergar-
ten in Finland. In T. W. Fortune & D. J. Tedick (Eds.), Pathways to multilingualism: Evolving 
perspecitves on immersion education (pp. 152-173). Clevedon; Buffalo: Multilingual Matters.
Swain, M. (2000). The output hypothsis and beyond: Mediating acquisition through collaborative 
dialogue. In J. P. Lantolf (Ed.), Sociocultural theory and second language learning (pp. 97-114). 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Swain, M., & Lapkin, S. (1982). Evaluation bilingual education: A Canadian case study. Clevedon: 
Multilingual Matters.
Tardif, C. (1994). Classroom teacher talk in early French immersion. Canadian Modern Language 
Review, 50(3), 466-481.
Tsui, A. (1991). The description of utterances in conversation. In J. Verschueren (Ed.), Pragmatics 
at issue: Selected papers of the International Pragmatics Conference, Antwerp, August 17-22, 
1987 (Vol. I, pp. 229-247): John Benjamins.
Walsh, S. (2002). Construction or obstruction: Teacher talk and learner involvement in the EFL class-
room. Language Teaching Research, 6(1), 3-23.
Wells, G. (1993). Reevaluating the IRF sequence: A proposal for the articulation of theories of activity 
and discourse for the analysis of teaching and learning in the classroom. Linguistics and Educa-
tion, 5, 1-37.
Wells, G. (1996). Using the tool-kit of discourse in the activity of learning and teaching. Mind, Cul-
ture, and Activity, 3(2), 74-101.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to thank the reviewers of International Education for their in-
sightful suggestions and feedback on an earlier version of this paper. I gratefully 
acknowledge Professor Xiaodan Huang at Department of Teacher Education, 
Shawnee State University for her invaluable support and advice. I would like to 
thank two of my postgraduate students, Jing Liu and Shichi Tan for their contribu-
tion to the redrafting of the paper. 
